Using experiential training to enhance health professionals' awareness of patient compliance issues.
To educate health care practitioners about medication compliance by having them play the role of patients who have been placed on a medication regimen. In 1988, ten physicians and ten nurses working in the Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome Clinical Trials Unit of Tulane University and Louisiana State University participated in a compliance protocol designed to enable them to better understand the experience of their patients, who were involved in a three-year controlled trial of azidothymidine (zidovudine) for asymptomatic persons infected with the human immunodeficiency virus. Over the three-year trial, the patients were expected to take three pills five times a day at four-hour intervals every day. To gain experiential understanding of this prolonged, intensive medication regimen, the physicians and nurses agreed to follow their patients' pill-taking schedule by using placebos for seven days, and they kept diaries of their reactions to the seven-day experience. Two years later, a follow-up assessment was done to ascertain the participants' opinions about whether the seven-day experience had had a lasting, positive influence on the way they addressed compliance issues with patients. The primary barriers to medication compliance recorded by the participants were time-related difficulties in following such a strict, unvarying schedule (e.g., frustration at having to repeat the pill-taking five times a day at regular intervals). Other frequently recorded difficulties were social barriers to public pill-taking (e.g., being stigmatized as ill or different). The follow-up results indicated that the participants felt that the seven-day experience was a relatively fast, painless, and helpful means of educating themselves about the problems their patients face. By playing the role of patients, the physicians and nurses learned to recognize sources of patient noncompliance with medication regimens, and, as the follow-up indicated, they were able to generalize the role-playing experiences to later interactions with patients.